Eastern cultures have a long tradition of using herbal medicines for a variety of conditions and people on the Indian subcontinent, for example, seem to be very familiar with them. Concomitant use of herbal and Western medications is commonly observed even in the West. Herbal preparations contain biologically active components, with unique side-effect profiles (Matthews *et al*, [@r8]). There have been reports of clinically significant interactions between herbs and Western medications (Fugh-Berman, [@r3]). In a US study of patients who used alternative therapies, only 38.5% had discussed this with their physician (Eisenberg *et al*, [@r2]).

However, there is limited information available on the prevalence of use of herbal medications, the types of plants used or the reasons for their use, especially in low- and middle-income countries. We have carried out a preliminary study among psychiatric out-patients in Sri Lanka.

Methods {#s1}
=======

The objectives were to determine:

-   the prevalence of the use of herbal medicines among psychiatric out-patients

-   patients' awareness of possible interactions between herbal and psychotropic medications

-   the reasons for the use of such medications

-   whether the use of herbal medications had been elicited by medical officers in their assessment of the patients.

We carried out a cross-sectional descriptive preliminary study using a pre-tested interviewer-administered questionnaire. The study participants were 108 consecutive patients who attended the out-patient psychiatric clinic, during 1 week, at the North Colombo Teaching Hospital, Ragama, Sri Lanka.

Patients were interviewed after they had given their written informed consent and after diagnosis according to ICD--10 criteria (World Health Organization, [@r10]).

Results {#s2}
=======

Of the 108 out-patients in the sample, 30 (28%) had previously used herbal medicines and 11 (10%) were currently using them. [Table 1](#t1){ref-type="table"} gives a breakdown of prevalence by diagnosis.

###### Prevalence of use of herbal medications by diagnosis

  Diagnosis                                      Total number of patients   Number who had previously used herbal medications   Number currently using herbal medications
  ---------------------------------------------- -------------------------- --------------------------------------------------- -------------------------------------------
  Depressive disorder                              29                       14                                                    5
  Bipolar affective disorder                       13                         4                                                   1
  Schizophrenia                                    18                         3                                                   1
  Neurotic/stress related                            3                        2                                                   1
  Dementia                                           5                        2                                                   1
  Delusional disorder/acute psychotic disorder       7                        2                                                   1
  Substance use disorders                          33                         3                                                   1
  Totals                                         108                        30                                                  11

Of those patients who used herbal medications, 63% were female. Sixty-two per cent had used an oral form of herbal medication, while the rest had used it topically. Seventy-one per cent of these patients did not know the contents or the type of herbal medicine they were using or used, and 68% were not aware that there could be interactions between herbal and psychotropic medications. [Table 2](#t2){ref-type="table"} shows the reasons given by the patients for the use of herbal medicine.

###### Reasons for the use of herbal medicine

  Reason given by the patient                                       Percentage
  ----------------------------------------------------------------- ------------
  As an adjunct to Western medication                               53
  Herbal medicines reduce the side-effects of Western medications   62
  Accepted by relatives/peers                                       41
  Herbal medications are natural                                    32
  There is a better understanding how herbal medicines act          25
  No response to Western medications                                11

Fifty-nine per cent of this patient group had not told their psychiatrist about the use of herbal medication, and 69% indicated that their psychiatrist had not asked them about the use of herbal medications.

Discussion {#s3}
==========

In our study, 28% of the out-patient sample had used herbal medicines at some point during their experience of mental disorder, while 10% were currently using them. The figures are somewhat lower than the proportions reported in studies among psychiatric out-patients in the West, although the general assumption is that in Eastern cultures people tend to use more complementary medicine than in the West. In our survey about a fifth of patients with affective disorders had used herbal medications. A study done in the USA demonstrated that the majority of patients with self-defined anxiety or severe depression used some form of complementary or alternative therapy (Kessler *et al*, [@r5]). However, our sample size was too small for any firm conclusion to be drawn regarding type of diagnosis and use of herbal medications.

The herbal medications used typically include St John's Wort for depression (Kessler *et al*, [@r5]), kava kava (Kessler *et al*, [@r5]) for mild anxiety, valerian (Werneke *et al*, [@r9]) as a sedative and *Gingko biloba* (Werneke *et al*, [@r9]) as a cognitive enhancer.

In our study, a majority of the patients did not know that there can be interactions between herbal and psychotropic medications. Of those taking herbal medicines, 53% had used them as an adjunct to Western medication and 62% to reduce the side-effects of Western medications. Lack of awareness of the nature of the herbal medications can have deleterious consequences; for instance, some ingredients such as cannabis can precipitate or induce psychiatric problems. There are reports that Sri Lankan Ayurvedic preparations contain cannabis (Liyanage, [@r7]) and other psychoactive compounds, such as opioids (Government of Sri Lanka, [@r4]). The traditional Ayurveda and Unani-Tibbi medicine systems have used opium and cannabis as therapeutic agents for centuries (Dwarakanth, [@r1]).

Fifty-nine per cent of the patients had not told their psychiatrist about the use of herbal medication, and 69% indicated that their psychiatrist had not asked them about their use.

Conclusion {#s4}
==========

A significant proportion of out-patients with mental disorders had used or were currently using herbal medications. It is important for psychiatrists to ask all patients about the use of herbal medications and to provide their patients with information about the potentially dangerous interactions between herbal and psychotropic medications. More research is needed into the prevalence of use of herbal medicines, the types of medicine used and drug--herb interactions. Patients' use of alternative therapies, including herbs, should be emphasised more in medical curricula, to increase awareness among medical professionals.
